KALEIDOSCOPE  ONE

At this instant, however, I was overcome by a feeling
of immense sympathy, of brotherly sympathy for these
two fellows. After all, what had they wanted of me, the
two hungry loafers? What had they wanted of me, the
overfed parasite? Two or three paltry crowns! They
might have throttled me there in the gloomy wood,
might have robbed me and murdered me. Yet they had
merely tried, in clumsy fashion, to frighten me into
handing over some-of my loose silver. How could I dare,
I who had been a thief from sheer caprice, who had
become a criminal because I wanted a thrill, how could
I dare to torment the poor devils? In my turn, I was
ashamed because I had played with their fears. Now, at
the last moment, when I had escaped from their toils, I
would soothe the disappointment which was so obvious
in their hollow eyes.

With an abrupt change of front, I went up to one of
them, and simulated anxiety as I said:

"Why do you want to hand me over to the police?
What do you expect to get out of it? Perhaps I shall be
put in prison for a few days, perhaps not. Will you be
any the better off? Why should you wish to do me
harm?"

They stared at me in hopeless perplexity. Anything
else they might have been prepared for, a denunciation,
a threat, before which they would have cringed like dogs;
but they did not know what to make of my yielding at
the eleventh hour. At length one of them answered, not
menacingly, but as if in self-exculpation:

"Justice must take its course. We are only doing our
duty."

Plainly this was a stock phrase, conned for such
occasions. But this time there was no spirit in it. Neither
of them ventured to look at me. They waited. I knew
what they were waiting for. They wanted me to beg for
mercy> and then to offer them money.
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